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of riches. Two or three winters in the woods from
October to the spring thaws, and if one were careful he
might realize, if not an assured fortune, at least an
agreeable supplement to his agricultural income. The
harm wTas not so great when a settler who could not,
without a permit, leave his land to participate in the
fur trade returned each spring. But many of them
acquired a taste for a life which was free and ad-
venturous, wandering and dissolute. Turned coureurs
des bois through ambition or necessity, some abandoned
agriculture completely while others cultivated the soil
only to obtain the exact minimum of their require-
ments for food. The useful role played by the courewrs
des bois, whether adventurers or not, must be recog-
nized. They played an important part in the voyages
of discovery, as indispensible guides and as interpreters
among the Indian tribes. But it is equally true that
they helped to accentuate the dispersal of physical
resources, and to slow down the real conquest of the
land through agriculture. The true builders were not
the coureurs des bois but the men and women who
toiled at the ungrateful task of clearing the land, year
by year driving the forest back almost, one might say,
taking root themselves and creating a country in their
own image. The habitants or peasants whom observors
considered of better stuff, had more wit, more educa-
tion than the peasants of France.4 For them there was
nothing better than fields in crop, stretching as far as
the eye could see; and whether they knew it or not it
was through the multiplication of cradles that they
assured their survival.

4 "Memoire sur Fetat present de la Nouvelle France" (1757).
Report of the Archivist of the Province of Quebec, 1923-24.